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CISTERCIAN TILE MOSAIC PAVEMENTS IN YORKSHIRE
CONTEXT AND SOURCES
Michael Cothren

uring the past few decades, Cistercian art and architecture i
have been studied with renewed intensity.^ Much of this in-‘
quiry has been focused on an attempt to recognize and to un-■
derstand those features which distinguish Cistercian artis- •
tic production from that under different patronage, to explain
motivated the often striking homogeneity found in the diverse and
i
widespread visual culture of a particular order. The traditional un-<
derstandlng of the Cistercian aesthetic as negative or reductive has
been tempered by a search for its positive aspects. According to
this new perspective, the formal imperatives of the order not only
i
attempted to eliminate inappropriate visual forms, but also chose and :
imposed appropriate ones.
‘
The analysis of the definition, the development, and the disso
lution of the Cistercian aesthetic as expressed in the monastic com- |
plex Itself has not considered Cistercian pavements, concentrating
|
instead on studies of architecture and stained glass. On the other
|
hand, Cistercian pavements have attracted considerable attention
from specialists in medieval tiles.^ This study intends to bridge
this gap by serving as a brief introduction to the Cistercian con
text of Cistercian pavements through the examination of the wellj
\
preserved, well—documented, and well-known floors from a group of
Cistercian abbeys in Yorkshire—Byland, Fountains, Rievaulx, Newbattle, and Meaux.3 it will be seen that in both style and technique

D

they are representative of an international movement in Cistercian
pavements during the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
The portions of pavement still in situ in the south transept
chapels of the abbey of Byland^ (Fig. 1) provide the most spectacu
lar evidence about the Yorkshire group. Like those in the related
sites, the floor at Byland was covered with tile mosaic, the earli
est type of decorated ceramic pavement employed by the English Cis
tercians.^ In this technique, patterns were formed by arranging
carefully shaped tiles in contrasting colors (Fig. 2). The individ
ual components were cut from partially or fully dried sheets of clay
following outlines which had been impressed, probably with the aid
of templates, while the clay was still wet.
Some of the tiles were
covered with slip, and all were coated with glaze before firing.
Though five colors were available to the medieval tiler through the
simple manipulation of glaze and slip, the pavements at Byland and
the other Yorkshire abbeys are composed almost exclusively of dark
green and yellow tiles.^
The intact portions of tile mosaic pavement at Byland have pre-
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served sixteen different patterns as exemplars of the possibilities
of the technique. More significantly, they provide an example of how
the patterns were arranged to create an overall design. This informa
tion is important for the understanding of related Yorkshire pavements
which often survive only as disconnected tiles, but which are, however,
all but identical to those at Byland in both technique and design. The
floor at Byland was not composed of large areas of a single pattern.
Instead broad expanses were divided into sections and filled with vary
ing geometric configurations. A monumental wheel or rose pattern was
placed prominently in front of the altar.
Knowledge about the pavement at Fountains is based primarily on
reports, drawings, and reconstructions of nineteenth-century observ
ers.^ Nothing remains in situ. From this information, however, it
can be determined that at least four of the patterns used at Fountains
are also used at Byland. Although less well preserved than that at By
land, the Fountains pavement is certainly more explicitly documented.
The original church was built during the second quarter of the twelfth
century, but a new choir was started under Abbot John of York (1203-11)
and brought to completion under Abbot John of Kent (1221-47)The
same chronicle which provides information about the chronology of the
new choir credits John of Kent with a new pavement as well—'addit et
novo operi pictum pavimentum.
There is less documentation but more concrete evidence about the
pavement from the abbey of Rievaulx. Tiles still exist in situ and
others, constituting eight patterns and including part of a wheel like
that in front of the altar at Byland, are now in the British Museum^^
(Fig. 3).
Three of the patterns find exact parallels at both Byland
and Fountains, and three others are found again only at Byland. The
building chronology is similar to that at Fountains, confirming a pos
sible date in the first half of the thirteenth century for the group.H
Excavations between 1878 and 1898 at Newbattle Abbey uncovered
thirteen different designs,many of which are matched at Byland (Fig.
4). Most impressive among the finds are two great wheel patterns (Fig.
6), both of which are similar to the wheels at Byland and Rievaulx,
but neither of which reproduces them exactly. The sole documentary
clue for the dating of this pavement is a reference to a dedication
in 1233 or 1234.13
The abbey of Meaux is the fifth of the Cistercian sites in York
shire with evidence of tile mosaic.1^ Represented by forty-three dif
ferent patterns, the Meaux pavement has a greater variety of preserved
motifs than the combined repertory of the four pavements discussed so
far (Fig. 7). Fortunately, there is documentary evidence which allows
the Meaux pavement to be dated with precision equal to that at Foun
tains. A history of the abbey written around 1400 by its nineteenth
abbot, Thomas de Burton, credits the pavement of the church to the ab
bacy of William of Driffield, 1249-69.1^ The consecration of the high
altar in 1253 makes a date in the early 1250's most probable, placing
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this pavement somewhat later than those previously discussed. An ad
vanced date is confirmed by certain significant differences between
Meaux and the other pavements. Although a considerable number of
;
field motifs (Fig. 7: patterns 1, 5-8, 12-15) and one of the wheel
,
patterns (Fig. 8a) at Meaux fall within the group defined by the
i
earlier pavements, the advanced complexity of another wheel (Fig.
I
8b) and the creation of equally as complex field patterns (Fig. 7;
patterns 2, 4, 9-11) with amazing technical virtuosity separate the |
Meaux pavement from them, though the design principles are the same. 1
The pavements of Byland, Fountains, Rievaulx, and Newbattle
1
form an obvious stylistic group. Their patterns are relatively sim- \
pie, are formed of only two colors, and are drawn from the same re
pertory of motifs. Similarities in style are matched by similarities i
in technique.Furthermore, the existence of documentary evidence
for the dating of Fountains, a certain confirmation in the building
chronology of Rievaulx, and the dedication date at Newbattle allow
•
the group to be dated to the years between 1220 and the 1240's. Two
of the pavements seem to have been inspired by architectural addi
tions to the abbey churches, but the pavements at Byland and New
battle were most likely intended to refurbish an existing structure
with a stylish floor decoration.
The slightly later pavement at
Meaux, characterized by more elaborate patterns executed with an in
crease in technical audacity, is best evaluated not as a distinct
venture, but as a somewhat more developed example of the type estab
lished by the earlier group.
It would be difficult to avoid the obvious conclusion. The Cis
tercian affiliation of these abbeys must be involved in the stylistic
and technical homogeneity of this group of pavements. Moreover, in
this case, filiation is even closer than simple Cistercian associa
tion would suggest. All but Byland are a part of the same sub-family
within the Cistercian order. Rievaulx and Fountains were founded
from Clairvaux in 1132.^^ Newbattle was founded in 1140 from Mel1 ft
rose,-‘-°
an 1136 foundation from Rievaulx, and Meaux was founded in
1151 from Fountains.
The Rievaulx-Fountains family is even more extensive and wide
spread than this, however. Published evidence, albeit more meager,
indicates that pavements in the same technique—though not perhaps
as closely related stylistically—were used in other daughter houses
of the family. Excavations in 1713 revealed the remains of what was
called a 'tesselated pavement' at Kirkstall,^^ an 1152 foundation
from Fountains.
Similar remains have been discovered at Newminster,20
founded in 1138 from Fountains, and at Sawley,21 founded in 1148 from
Newminster.
Evidence of tile mosaic extends outside of northern Eng99
°
land (Fig. 9) to members of this monastic family at Revesby,*^*^ War
den,23 and Sawtry.2'^ What is more, at Beaulieu, which like Byland

is not a part of the immediate family, tile mosaic similar to that
of the Yorkshire group formed a part of the pavement.2^ Clearly,

,
<
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the pavements of the five Yorkshire abbeys should be seen as a well
preserved sub-group within a larger Cistercian movement in England,26
Most students of English tile pavements, agreeing that the Cis
tercian tile mosaics of Yorkshire are too sophisticated at their first
appearance to have been a spontaneous development, have posited an un
identified source for them in northern France.22 On the other hand,
an intermediary much closer to home has been proposed by Elizabeth
Eames and G. K. Beaulah.26 Their suggestion is both more specific
and more provocative. Espousing the traditional view that the ulti
mate origin of tile mosaic lies in the attempt, perhaps first in Nor
mandy, to create ceramic imitations of similarly designed Italian
stone pavements, they cite an elaborate English example of opus Alexandrinum installed in the retrochoir of Canterbury Cathedral by Ital
ian craftsmen between 1213 and 1220. Their conjecture is that it en
gendered a local ceramic counterpart, citing the remains of a tile
mosaic pavement in the corona which they believe is contemporary with
the Italian pavement. Based on this evaluation of the evidence at
Canterbury, the seductive suggestion is tendered by Eames and Beaulah
that Abbot John of Kent, who was responsible for the Fountains pave
ment, may have been aware of the pavement at Canterbury and may in
fact have been inspired by it to install a similar pavement at Foun
tains after he became abbot in 1221. Having been brought in to exe
cute one pavement, the workshop would then have been employed in oth
er abbeys in the region.
There are several problems with this neat and attractive scenerio, not the least of which are the uncertain date of the Italian
pavement at Canterbury^^ and the conjectural nature of its associa
tion with the tile mosaic, based primarily on proximity of location.
Moreover, tbe patterns of the tile mosaic fragments at Canterbury
are more ordinary and less monumental than the fanciful and complex
field patterns of the Yorkshire abbeys.^® Whereas it seems clear
that Italian pavements are the ultimate ancestors of the wheel pat
terns on Cistercian floors, it is hard to imagine the elaborately in
terlocking circles and squares of the Canterbury retrochoir pavement
as the immediate source.
If the tile mosaic at Canterbury is too sim
ple in comparison, the Italian pavement is too complex.
Its design
is assembled from different components and arranged after totally dif
ferent principles.
I believe that there is an alternative and much more compelling
explanation for the appearance of tile mosaic pavement in Yorkshire
Cistercian abbeys, an explanation which relies more heavily on their
place within a larger Cistercian context. I have already shown that
the pavements of the Yorkshire abbeys are part of a broad movement in
Cistercian houses throughout England. The practice was even more
widespread.
A series of thirteenth-century tile mosaic pavements in German
Cistercian abbeys follows the same principles of decorative design
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used in English Cistercian examples.
A pavement at the abbey of
Walkenried in Lower Saxony^^ (Fig- 10), like its Yorkshire counter
parts, employs petal shapes, curving as well as rectilinear geometric
forms, and small shapes inserted within larger tiles (cf. Figs. 4 and
5). The design of the Walkenried pavement finds striking correspon
dences with those at other Cistercian abbeys in the area such as Doberlug,
just below Berlin, and both Heiligenkreuz and Zwettl in
Austria.0^ There is no precedent for this type of design in Germany
outside of a Cistercian context, even though there is an indigenous
tradition of ceramic pavement, including the use of tile mosaic.
Evidence of Cistercian tile mosaic pavements can even be found as
far away from Yorkshire as the abbey of Wachock in Poland,36 and a
pattern of this kind was drawn by Villard de Honnecourt at a Cister
cian abbey in Hungary during his thirteenth-century grand tour.37
The use of tile mosaic pavements in Cistercian houses did not
bypass the homeland of the order in France. Although evidence about
their appearance is much more sketchy,38 the French examples can be
dated somewhat earlier than their Yorkshire counterparts. Emile Arne
discovered three tile mosaic patterns in the radiating chapels of
the church at Pontigny during nineteenth-century excavations39 (Fig.
11).
Since a new chevet was begun at Pontigny around 1185 and fin
ished between 1205 and 1210,^® the chapel tiles probably date from
the first decade of the thirteenth century. The circle and lattice
Interlace characteristic of two patterns at Pontigny is repeated in
another French Cistercian pavement at L'Ile-en-Barrois^3. (pig. 12).
The latter pavement also included patterns with petals, more reminis
cent of the pavements of Yorkshire. The church in which these tiles
were found was begun in 1162 and finished in 1202.
In all probabil
ity they date from the end of the twelfth or the beginning of the
thirteenth century.
Whereas the appearance of this kind of tile mosaic in German
and English Cistercian abbeys is best explained through fidelity
to an international Cistercian type rather than as the continuation
of an indigenous tradition, in France there are local precedents for
Cistercian pavements. Although augmented and restored toward the
middle of the thirteenth century, the pavements of three chapels at
the Benedictine abbey church of Saint-Denis retained sections of
twelfth-century tile mosaic until Viollet-le-Duc's restorations at
the middle of the nineteenth century. Evidence which exists about
them indicates that they exemplified the sort of indigenous tradi
tion which inspired the French Cistercian tilers.^3 xhe pattern
of interlaced circles and lattice from the Virgin Chapel (Fig. 13c)
is found at both Pontigny (Fig. 11c) and L'Ile-en-Barrols (Fig. 12).
An infinite petal pattern from the same chapel (fig. 13b) not only
finds a close parallel within France at L'lle-en-Barrois (Fig. 12)
but also in the Yorkshire Cistercian pavement at Meaux (Fig. 7, no.
5)Similarly, two patterns in a second chapel at Saint-Denis
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(Fig. 14) prefigure the cut-out fleurs-de-lys of both Newbattle (Fig.
2) and Meaux (Fig. 7, no. 9) and match another pattern at Newbattle
(Fig. 4, no. 8). Although the fleurs-de-lys at Saint-Denis and New
battle are not identical in detail, the technique of their construc
tion and the principle of their design are the same.
Another French example (Fig. 15), while unrelated to known Cis
tercian floors within France, bears a similarly strong relationship
with the Yorkshire pavements.
Discovered in the 1950's at the Cathe
dral of Chalons-sur-Marne,^5 the floor has been dated to the middle
of the twelfth century, contemporary with the pavements of the SaintDenis chapels. It is composed of compartments of geometric field pat
tern into which two wheels have been set in a disposition very simi
lar to Byland, but the overall design is not all that recalls Byland.
The formation of the wheel patterns with concentric rings of decora
tion and their placement within a rectangular frame with corner fil
lers, are closer to the wheel patterns of Yorkshire than to those of
any other pavement outside of the Cistercian group. It is probable
that between Chalons and Yorkshire there were French Cistercian intermediaries which have been lost or which await excavation. ^
In my alternative scenerio for the source of tile mosaic pave
ments in Yorkshire Cistercian abbeys, the French Cistercians would
have adopted the local technique and design of tile mosaic pavement
late in the twelfth century and subsequently exported it to other
houses of the order throughout the thirteenth century, including the
group under consideration here from Yorkshire. The proliferation of
patterned tile pavements in a Cistercian context might seem inconsis
tent with the strict Cistercian regulations about the nature of de
coration in their churches. Based on a simplistic interpretation of
a number of textual sources, it has long been assumed that the Cister
cians were opposed to the idea of decorative pavements, at least early
in their history.Evidence for uneasiness begins with the severe
admonitions in Bernard of Clairvaux*s Apologia to William of Saint
Thierry.
What sort of respect is shown for the saints by placing
their images on the floor to be trampled underfoot?
People spit on the angels, and the saints' faces are
pummelled by the feet of passers-by.
Even though its
sacred character counts for little, at least the paint
ing itself should be spared. Why adorn what is so soon
to be sullied? Why paint what is to be trodden on?
What good are beautiful pictures when they are all dis
colored with dirt? Finally, what meaning do such things
have for monks, who are supposed to be poor men and
spiritual? It is, of course, possible to reply to the
Poet's question in the words of the Prophet:
'Lord, I
have loved the beauty of your house, and the place where
your glory dwells.' Very well, we may tolerate such
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things in the church itself, since they do harm only to
greedy and shallow people, not to those who are simple
and god-fearing.'^®

■

1

Although he clearly objects to the idea of expending energy and mater
ials on any decoration of areas which will be walked on, Bernard re
served his most vituperative language for the use of figural decora- ,
tion on floors. It is worth noting that his objection is focused on '
monastic structures other than the church. Here he finds such orna- ■
mentation at least tolerable. All of the Cistercian pavements dis
cussed here were found in monastic churches.
The spirit of Bernard's rhetorical admonition was translated into!
legislation by the General Chapter of the order early in the thirteentK
century.
Initially there were specific references to infractions at I
individual houses. In 1205 the abbot of Pontigny was reprimanded for |

the offensive pavements of his church and was ordered to remove and re
place them.'^9 in 1210 the abbot of Belbec in Normandy was placed on
slight penance for three days because his monks had been allowed to
construct pavements which exhibited levity and curiosity ('pavimenta
quae levitatem et curiositatem praeferunt') for persons outside of the
order. He was instructed both to prevent them from working for nonCistercian patrons and to prevent them from making pavements 'quae
maturitatem ordinis non praetendant.
These specific transgressions seem to have inspired the General
Chapter of 1213 to include a statement about pavements in their defi
nition of artistic policy for all Cistercian houses.
It is hereby forbidden by authority of the General
Chapter that there be from henceforth in the Order
any pictures, sculpture—save for the image of our
Saviour--or any variegated floors [neque varletates
pavimentorum], or anything unnecessary in the way
of buildings or victuals.

i

The same precept was repeated by the General Chapter in 1218.52 in
1235 a specific infraction ('Pavimentum curiosum') was cited at the
abbey of Le Gard.53 There was clearly a reason for their concern.
The coincidence of Cistercian proscriptive legislation with a
flourishing of the art of Cistercian decorated pavements obviously
creates a problem of interpretation. Two possible conclusions could |
be drawn. The concern of the General Chapter could have been a re
action against the inappropriateness of tile mosaic pavement. All of
the pavements I have discussed, therefore, would have been unorthodox,
if not scandalous. On the other hand, these pavements could repre
sent the orthodox formula which was exported by the order in defer
ence to some other and offensive type of pavement. For several rea
sons the latter alternative is more logical.5^
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In the first place, there is a relationship between the patterns
on Cistercian floors and orthodox Cistercian design in other media.
At Pontigny, for example, the tiles discovered by Emile Amd confirmed
a popular notion that the designs of the windows originally had been
reproduced in the pavements,asserting a sense of decorative homo
geneity in the conception of the Cistercian abbey church with which
the use of tile mosaic was directly involved.
In addition to match
ing the recorded designs of lost windows from Pontigny, one of Arne's
reconstructed patterns (Fig. 10b) can still be seen in a fragment of
a window from the Cistercian abbey of La Benisson-Dieu.
The inter
lace designs of the tile patterns at Pontigny and L'Ile-en-Barrois
are used in windows at Obazine and La Benisson-Dieu. The motifs of
the pavements, then, are within the repertory permissible in the win
dows
If the patterns of known tile mosaic pavements were acceptable
for Cistercian usage, then some other indiscretion must have quali
fied the 'varietates pavementorum' or 'pavimentum curiosum' for condem
nation by the Cistercian fathers. Pontigny is important in this re
spect because the pavement there, about which there is considerable
evidence, was ordered removed by the General Chapter in 1205.
If Arne's
drawings can be trusted, the Pontigny tile mosaic deviated from prac
tice in other Cistercian pavements through its use of as many as four
colors for one pattern. Four colors were easily available to the cer
amic paver in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries through variations
in the use of slip and the chemical composition of the glaze; but
whereas three or four colors were normally used in twelfth-century
French tile mosaic pavements like Saint-Denis, standard practice in
Cistercian pavements, notably those in Yorkshire, was the use of only
two—green and yellow.
'Varietas' is a word used insistently by the
General Chapter for what the Cistercians were to avoid in their pave
ments. Considering the deviant nature of the Pontigny tile mosaic and
the description of the objectionable pavement of Pontigny as 'superfluitate' and 'curiosa varietate', it may have been the motley nature
of this pavement which transgressed the boundaries of Cistercian pro
priety.^'
It is an attractive possibility, then, that in a more gen
eral way the concern of the General Chapter was elicited neither by
the use of decorated pavements as such, nor by the geometric and in
terlace patterns with which tile mosaic pavements were designed, but
instead by the number of colors which were used to compose them.^®
More than two colors may have been considered both curious and super
fluous variety.
It would have been in Cistercian windows.^9
Evidence suggests that the impressive relics of what would have
been even more impressive pavements in the Cistercian abbeys of York
shire can be identified as examples of a Cistercian style of tile
mosaic pavement, used by the order over a broad geographic area in
the thirteenth century.
The basis for both the style and technique
of these pavements can be found in French tile mosaic of the twelfth
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century. This source should not seem at all unusual.
French Roman
esque ornament has been proposed as the source for the motifs used
in Cistercian grisaille.®*^ The roots of Cistercian architectural
style have long been identified in French Romanesque architecture
even if the individual products were nurtured on local traditions.
In this way the Yorkshire pavements and their relatives take their
place with glass and architecture as a function of a positive Cister
cian aesthetic based on refined versions of a French artistic tradi
tion.

Swarthmore College
Swarthmore, Pennsylvania
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NOTES
The active forum on Cistercian art organized and nurtured by
Meredith Lillich each spring, at the Cistercian Conferences
held with the Conferences on Medieval Studies at Western Michi
gan University, has been part of this investigation. My study
was first presented in a slightly different form at the Sixth
Cistercian Conference in 1976. Without Professor Lillich's ex
ample and encouragement, my study would neither have begun nor
been completed.
I would also like to express my thanks to Con
stance Cain Hungerford and especially Susan Lowry who read this
article and offered many helpful suggestions.
Almost every general work on medieval floor tiles includes a
section on the Cistercians. Most recently see E. S. Eames,
Medieval Floor Tiles: A Handbook (London: 1968); H. Kier, Per
mittelalterliah Sdkmuakfussboden, unter besonderer Berttaksiahtigung des Rheinlandes (Dusseldorf: 1970); H. de Morant, 'Les
carreaux de pavage du moyen-age,' Arohiologia 38 (1971) 66-73;
and J. A. Wight, Medieval Floor Tiles (London: 1975).
For this group see the excellent article by E. S. Eames and G.
K. Beaulah, 'The Thirteenth-Century Tile Mosaic Pavements in
the Yorkshire Cistercian Houses,' Ctteaux in de Hederlanden
1 (1956) 264-77.
I am indebted to the work of these English
specialists for much of my raw information about the Yorkshire
pavements.
The abbey of Newbattle is actually in Scotland, but
for convenience I will follow the example of Eames and Beaulah
by using the geographic label of 'Yorkshire' for the whole group.
For Byland see C. Peers, By land Abbey (London: 1952); N. Pevsner,
Yorkshire: The North Riding (Harmondsworth: 1966) pp. 94-101;
and P. Fergusson, 'The South Transept Elevation of Byland Abbey,'
Journal of the British Arohaeologiaal Association 38 (1975)
155-76.
Only the first phase in the history of Cistercian ceramic pave
ments will be discussed here. During the second half of the
thirteenth century and throughout the fourteenth century, the
Cistercians adopted the more economical and more expedient meth
od of inlaying white slip decoration into red tiles of modular,
most often square, shape.
The question of the distinctiveness
of these later Cistercian pavements is not within the mandate of
the present study, but I hope to address it at a later time.
The best discussion of technique can be found in Eames and Beau
lah, Citeaux, pp. 264-5, 271-3.
For the most expansive treat
ment of tile mosaic as a type see Wight, pp. 75-102.
W. Fowler, 'Principal Patterns of Roman Floors at Fountain Abbey
near Rippon Yorks,' (a single engraving dated 1800 and published
by subscription in the series Fowler entitled Engravings of the
Principal Mosaic Pavements which have been discovered in the
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Course of the last and present Centuries in various Parts of
Great Britain).
J. B. Gass, 'Tile Pavement, High Altar, Foun
tains Abbey,' The Building News 29 (November 26, 1875) 586.
Gass includes a drawing of the patterns as they were installed
in 1875.
The chronology of and literature on the early church is dis
cussed in P. Fergusson, 'Early Churches in Yorkshire and the
Problem of the Cistercian Crossing Tower,' Journal of the Sooiety of Arahiteatural Historians 29 (1970) 214-17.
See also N.
Pevsner and E. Radcliffe, Yorkshire: The West Riding, 2nd ed.
(Harmondsworth: 1967) pp. 203-10.
Fames and Beaulah, Ctteaux, pp. 276-7. Their information is
based on W. Dugdale, Monastiaon Angliaanum, 5:286, n. f.
Illustrated in Wight, fig. 28, p. 78.
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The original, twelfth-century church was altered around 1225
with the beginning of a new choir. Pevsner, Yorkshire: The
1
North Riding, pp. 301-3.
s
J. S. Richardson, 'A Thirteenth-Century Tile Kiln at North Ber
wick, East Lothian, and Scottish Medieval Ornamented Floor Tiles,'
Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland 63 (1928-9)
287-92.
D. E. Easson, Medieval Religious Houses: Scotland (London:
1957) p. 65.
:
G. K. Beaulah, 'Paving Tiles from Meaux Abbey,' Transactions of ?
the East Riding Antiquarian Society 26 (1929) 116-36. E. Eames, |
'A Thirteenth-Century Tile Kiln Site at North Grange, Meaux,
;
Beverly, Yorkshire,' Medieval Archaeology 5 (1961) 137-68.
’
Eames and Beaulah, Citeaux, p. 276.
The Chronica Monasterii de
Melsa upon which this information is based is published in Re
run Britannicarwn Medii Aevii Sariptores (Rolls Series), 43,
part 2: 119.
The word pavement is not used in the reference—
'totaque ecclesia asserum testudine caelata et tegulis in fundo '
cooperta.'
'
The most obvious conclusion from this evidence—that the tiles
were produced at one site and exported for the pavements of the
four abbeys—has been disproved by Eames and Beaulah. The actual
fabric and glaze of the tiles are different in each pavement, in
dicating that they were in all probability produced on site, per
haps by the same itinerant workmen, and perhaps using the same
templates. One kiln, that from the abbey of Meaux, has been dis
covered at the site of a pavement in Yorkshire. Eames and Beau
lah, Citeaux, pp. 271-6.
Information on filiation and date of Yorkshire abbeys is based
on D. Knowles and R. Hadcock, Medieval Religious Houses: England
and Wales (London: 1953).
Melrose also had an elaborate pavement which by strict defini
tion could be classified as tile mosaic, although individual
:
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components are embossed with decoration in a technique which,
divorced from mosaic composition, would replace tile mosaic as
the means for creating patterns on Cistercian floors by the mid
dle of the fourteenth century.
(See n. 5 above.) As such, it
is better seen as a transitional monument, more important for
the understanding of later Cistercian pavements than it is for
those under consideration here.
For this pavement see Richard
son, Proceedings of the Soaiety of Antiquaries of Scotland
(1928-1929) pp. 293-7.
J. Nichols, Examples of Decorated Tiles, Sometimes Termed En
caustic (London: 1845) p. vil.
Wight, p. 79.
Ibid.
Ibid. N. Pevsner and J. Harris, Lincolnshire (Harmondsworth:
1964) p. 341. The thirteenth-century pavement was found in the
nave where it formed strips of ten different patterns including
six-pointed stars and lilies.
Like the Yorkshire pavements it
was executed in only two colors, green and buff, although there
is mention of black tiles as well.
Revesby was an 1142 founda
tion from Rievaulx.
Wight, p. 80.
She reports on the extensive tile mosaic dis
covered in excavations carried out during the 1960's.
The sec
tion of the Warden pavement illustrated in J. Godber, History
of Bedfordshire (Bedford: 1969) pi. 14b, equals in complexity
the field patterns at Meaux without reproducing them exactly.
There are remains, however, of a wheel pattern composed of in
terlacing arcades almost identical to those of a wheel at Meaux
(my fig. 8b).
Godber dates the pavement to the fourteenth cen
tury, but a date near the middle of the thirteenth, contemporary
with Meaux, seems more likely.
Other tiles from Warden in a
technique she calls 'pseudo-mosaic', are published by E. S. Eames,
'Medieval Pseudo-Mosaic Pavements,' Journal of the British Archae
ological Association 38 (1975) 81-9. Warden was founded in 1135
from Meaux.
Wight, p. 80.
Sawtry was an 1147 foundation of Warden.
W. St. John Hope and H. Brakespear, 'The Cistercian Abbey of
Beaulieu in the County of Southampton,' Archaeological Journal
63 (1906) 181.
Tile mosaic seems to have been principally a Cistercian phenomen
on in England during the first half of the thirteenth century.
Its use in churches outside of the order at this time is so rare
as to be almost insignificant.
The only two examples known to
Eames and Beaulah are the Cathedrals of Canterbury and Roches
ter (Citeaux, p. 265). None of the patterns at these two sites
approach the complicated design of the Yorkshire motifs.
Only
one uses a curved component. Most are created with simple
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triangles, lozenges, or squares in alternating colors.
The Can
terbury pavement is not as insignificant in their analysis as
27.

28.
29.

it is in mine.
A. Lane, A Gutde to the Cotleotton of Tiles (Victoria and Albert
Museim) (London: 1960) pp. 27-8.
Eames, Medieval Archaeology,
p. 137.
Eames and Beaulah, Citeaux, pp. 265, 276-7.
Eames and Beaulah base their date on the study of N. Toke, 'The

opus Alexandrinum and sculptured stone roundels in the retrochoir of Canterbury Cathedral,' Archaeologia Cantiana 42 (1930)

30.

193-8.
A date of 1268-78 (contemporary with the Italian pave
ment at Westminster) is proposed by E. Hutton, The Cosmati. The
Roman Marble VIorkers of the Xllth and Xlllth Centuries (London:
1950) p. 26.
The Canterbury tile mosaic pavement, which survives only in a
limited area at the north edge of the corona, has not been ade
quately published.
Square areas of small scale, geometric pat
tern are enclosed by strips of border.
All of the motifs are
created with square or triangular tiles which are green (possi-;
bly black), yellow, or red.
One area is covered with incised
square tiles in a technique Eames has called 'pseudo-mosaic'
i

(^British Archaeological Association, 1975, pp. 81-9). None of
the Canterbury patterns figure prominently in the Yorkshire
31.

pavements.
German Cistercian pavements deserve a thorough study as a group,
but for a solid introduction to them, placed into the context
of contemporary non-Cistercian pavements in Germany, see Kier,

Die mittelalterliah Sahmuakfussboden.
32.

33.
34.
35.

36.

37.

Kier, pp. 137-8.
The pavement was uncovered in a twentiethcentury excavation and has been dated to a building campaign
in progress between 1240 and 1290.
Kier, p. 93 and figs. 256-7.
Ibid., pp. 98-99, figs. 244-54 (Heiligenkreuz); pp. 142-3, fig.
255 (Zwettl).
Ibid., pp. 35-9.
Some German Cistercian pavements follow local
traditions.
In the Rheinland, for example, tile mosaic develop
ed as a ceramic version of local eleventh-century stone mosaic
pavements, using the same fairly consistent design.
Awheel
pattern composed of radiating acute triangles was placed direct4<
ly on a checkered ground without the square frame used in York
shire.
The Cistercian abbey of Walberberg was paved in this
manner (c. 1197), but the design was not used in Cistercian
houses outside of the region.
K. Biatoskorska, 'L'abbaye cistercienne de Wachock,' Cahiers de
civilisation m6di6vale 5 (1962) 335-50.
(See 349-50 and fig. 11]
H. Hahnloser, Villard de Honnecourt, 2nd ed. (Graz:
1972) pp.
73-5, 393-6, pi. 30.
The identification of the tiles drawn by
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Villard with those of a particular Cistercian abbey in Hungary
(Pilis) was made by L. Gerevich, 'Villard de Honnecourt magyaros-

38.

zagon,' Muviszett'6rt6neti Ertesito, Adademi Kiadd (1971) 81-105.
Only one pattern was composed of tile mosaic.
The others were
formed from square tiles with incised decoration, another tech
nique used frequently in Cistercian pavements elsewhere.
For example, only fragmentary evidence remains of tile pave
ments from two important sites—Clairvaux and Citeaux.
1) P.
Jeulin, 'Quelques decouvertes et constatations faites a Clair
vaux depuis une vingtaine d'annees,' Buttetin de ta 80oi&t& nationale des antiquaires de France (1960) 114-15.
Jeulin dis
cussed brown and yellow triangles of various sizes presumably
from a tile mosaic pavement.
2) Although the technique is dis
tinct (incised designs on monochrome, modular tiles), the pave
ment at Citeaux employed motifs which are consistent with the
repertory used in Cistercian tile mosaic.
Particularly inter
esting is a square tile which, when used in groups of four, form
ed a circle of radiating, interlaced arches much like those cre
ated by tile mosaic in a wheel pattern at Meaux (my fig. 8b).
For the CTteaux tiles see most recently M. Pinette et al, Les
Carreaux de pavage dans la Bourgogne m&di&vale (Exhibition cata

39.

40.

41.

42.

log, Autun, Musee Rolin, 1981) nos. 84-8.
E. Arne, Les Carrelages imaillis du moyen-dge et de ta renaissance
(Paris: 1859) pp. 100-1.
Arne also reconstructed two other pat
terns from tiles found among debris over a vault, but informa
tion about them is much too conjectural to include them in the
discussion here.
Knowledge about the patterns in the chapels
is based totally on Arne's drawings.
I expended considerable
energy and was aided by Terryl Kinder (who is preparing a study
of the architecture of Pontigny) in an attempt to locate any
trace of the original tiles, but neither tiles nor information
about them was discovered.
M. Aubert, L' Architecture oisteraienne en France (Paris: 1947)
1: 187-9.
R. Branner, Burgundian Gothic Architecture (London:
1960) p. 163.
M. Maxe-Werly, 'Etudes sur les carrelages au moyen-Sge,' Mimoires
de ta soci&ti nationale des antiquaires de France 53 (6® ser. Ill)
(1892) 260-5.
The dating of the Ile-en-Barrois pavement is controversial.
Maxe-Werly (pp. 264-5) believed that since excavation reports
claimed that the tiles extended under the walls of the cloister,
they were used in the eleventh century to pave a church which
was destroyed in 1162 and replaced with a new building between
1162 and 1202.
His presentation of the evidence does not con
vince me that the tiles are that early, but his argument has
been adopted by Dorn J. Coquet and added to the evidence for his
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controversial, seventh-century date for the tile mosaic pavement
of the abbey of Liguge.
See J. Coquet, 'Les Carrelages vemisses
du VII® siecle a I'abbaye de Liguge,' Revue Mabitton 201 (1960)
109-44.
A group of tiles from a Cistercian abbey, Les Chatelliers
has been grafted to his argument and consequently dated to the
seventh century since they are from a pavement identical to the ,
one at Liguge.
Coquet's early group presents problems too com- •
plex to address in detail here, where my primary concern is a
(
group of pavements in Yorkshire, but for a variety of reasons,
j
not the least of which is the similarity between these pavements
and other Cistercian examples, I find both Coquet's seventh-centut
date for Liguge (and consequently for Les Chatelliers) and MaxeWerly's eleventh-century date for the Ile-en-Barrois pavement dif
ficult to accept.
It is a more tempting suggestion that the Les .
Chatelliers floor was installed after 1163, when this site became
Cistercian, in an attempt to transform an existing church into a =
Cistercian abbey through orthodox decoration.
It could also have |
been added in the thirteenth century when the choir was increased <
in size, although a more impressive pavement with inlaid designs
in a tile mosaic format (similar to Melrose and Jervaulx across
the channel) is generally associated with the thirteenth-century >
architectural campaign.
For the later Les Chatelliers pavement ;
see B. de Montault, 'Les Carrelages de I'eglise abbatiale des
Chatelliers au moyen-age et a la renaissance,' Mimoires de ta
soaiitA des ant-iquadres de I’ouest 14 (1891) 341-96; 15 (1892)
617-40.
43.

'

The chapels are those dedicated to the Virgin and to Saints Hil
aire and Cucuphas.
The pavements now in these chapels were pro
duced during Viollet-le-Duc's restoration, and although they are
based on the designs of the original floors, there were altera
tions to suit nineteenth-century sensibilities.
Knowledge about
their original design is based on drawings made by Charles Perci
er in 1794 and on the documentation produced by Viollet-le-Duc
himself who discovered remains of the medieval pavement under an
early nineteenth-century floor.
Based on the heraldic, inlaid
tiles of the altar platform, he first dated the whole pavement
to the thirteenth century:
'Carrelages de I'eglise de SaintDenis,' Annales arahSolog-iques 9 (1849) 73-7.
He reconsidered
this dating, however, and eventually proposed that the tile mo
saic was from the twelfth century but that the pavement had been
restored and the altar platform made during the thirteenth-century
project which overhauled the chevet and built the nave: 'Carrelage

Diationnaire raisonnA de I 'arahiteature franaaise de XI^ au XVI^
sitale (Paris: 1854-68) 2:260-3. Kier, p. 38, prefers a thirteen!;
century date, contemporary with the pavement at Pontigny, but the
recent, excellent study of the Saint-Denis pavements by Christo-';
pher Norton has secured a twelfth-century date for the portions
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which concern me here.
He includes a detailed discussion of all
of the surviving evidence:
'Les Carreaux de pavage du moyenage de I'abbaye de Saint-Denis,' Buttetin monwnentate 139 (1981)
69-100.
An interesting, but more complex, relationship between the pave
ments at Saint-Denis and Cistercian tile mosaic is encountered
in a comparison of a third pattern from Saint-Denis (fig. 13a)
and an almost identical pattern at Newbattle (fig. 5b).
Norton,
pp. 77-9, has dated this portion of the Saint-Denis pavement to
the middle of the thirteenth century, raising the possibility
that influence or interchange of pattern and technique was not
restricted to the early part of the thirteenth century.
French
pavements may have been more than just the source for the wide
spread use of tile mosaic by the Cistercians.
With pavements,
as with other architectural arts, new developments in France may
have been absorbed periodically by the order and transmitted
along its international monastic network.
See 'Decouvertes a la cathedrale de Chalons-sur-Marne,' Les Monu
ments historiques de la France 2 (1956) 50. Another twelfthcentury example is the pavement at Saint-Quentin (Arne, pp. 118-21)
which has been cited in relation to Villard's drawing (Hahnloser,

Yillard, p. 74) but which is even closer to the pavements at
Meaux and Walkenried.
Although it is modest, the evidence about the relationship be
tween Cistercian and non-Cistercian tile mosaic in Normandy is
tantalizing in its potential importance.
P. Oliver, 'Les Carrelages ceramiques de Jumieges,' Jumi^ges. Congr^s saientifique
du XIII^ aentenaire (Rouen: 1955) pp. 537-49, asserts that the
fragmentary remains of a pavement from the Benedictine abbey of
Jumieges confirms the often repeated but unsubstantiated thesis
that British Cistercian pavements have their source in Normandy.
(See n. 27 above.)
He identifies prototypes for the Yorkshire
wheel patterns and illustrates other fragments of patterns with
in the perimeters of the design principles used in Yorkshire.
He mentions remains of related tile mosaic from the Norman Cis
tercian abbey of Mortemer.
Recent excavations, still in progress,
have revealed more tile mosaic at Mortemer, some of it still in
stalled.
Although there are petal shaped tiles and segments of
circles, most of the tiles uncovered in the recent excavations
have been rectilinear—squares, rectangles, triangles, lozenges,
and hexagons.
The designs, some of which are arranged in strips,
may have been composed of three colors—green, yellow, and red.
Definite conclusions about Mortemer must await a careful study
of all of the evidence, but there can be no doubt about the use
of tile mosaic pavement in Normandy and its relationship to other
French and English sites.
I do not, however, think that French
influence on the development of this kind of pavement must or can
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be limited to Normandy, as Oliver suggests.
In fact, considering ?
the reprimand by the General Chapter of the abbot of Belbec (lo
cated not far from Mortemer or Jumieges) because he was allowing
his monks to create pavements for non-Cistercians, Oliver's con
clusion about influence may be inverted.
Norman Cistercians could
have influenced the pavement of Jumieges, if they did not actually,
make it.
The improprieties at Belbec will be discussed presently. ^
For example, Aubert, 1: 313, considered only those plain pave
ments 'sans dessin ni figure' to be orthodox and believed decor- j
ated pavements were contrary to the rule, though he admitted that ;
infractions were frequent.
Bernard of Clairvaux, 'Apologia to Abbot William,' tr. M. Casey,

The Works of Bernard of Clairvaux: Volume I, Treatises I (Shannon,49.

50.
51.

52.
53.
54.

Ireland: 1970) p. 66.
'statute selecta capitulorum generalium ordinis Cisterciensis,'
E. Martene and U. Durand, Thesaurus novus aneadotorum (Paris:
1717) 4: col. 1301.

j
j|

Ibid., col. 1308.
This translation (published with the original Latin) is from
W. Braunfels, Monasteries of Western Europe (Princeton: 1970)

<
<
^

p. 243.
Martene and Durand, 4: col. 1322.
Ibid., col. 1362.
Peter Fergusson has studieda group of monuments faced with a
similar problematic relationship to the proscriptions of the
General Chapter.
P. Fergusson, Society of Architectural His-

:

■
J
;

torians, 1970, pp. 211-21.

Fergusson's study stands as a warn
ing against hasty conclusions based on a summary reading of Cistercian statutes and without a sufficient exploration of all of

j
i

the actual evidence, notably the works of art themselves.
He
proves convincingly that the naive assumption that all crossing
towers violated aesthetic rules is untenable.
The prescribed
annual visitations to daughter houses precluded the possibility
of a wholesale disregard for the established artistic guidelines.
It was not the use of towers as such, he contends, but the kinds
of towers which were built which was important to the Cistercians.
Single story crossing towers were permissible.
The situation
with regards to tile pavements, I believe, was not dissimilar.
Whereas decorated pavements were not illegal, certain kinds of
55.
56.

57.

\

decorated pavements certainly were.
Ame, pp. 100-101.
The relationship between patterns in Cistercian windows and tiles
has been discussed by H. Zakin, French Cistercian Grisaille Glass
(New York: 1979) pp. 120-5.
She illustrates all of the windows
referred to here.
This hypothesis rests on the assumption that the pavement found
by Ame was that condemned by the General Chapter in 1205.
This

;
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is by no means certain, but it is supported by the unique multi
58.

color nature of the Pontigny pavement as published by Arne.
Christopher Norton, in agreement that the Cistercians were not
opposed to decorative pavements as such, has suggested that the
objections were directed against stone pavements
both incrusted
slabs and mosaic—because of their costliness and the richness
of the designs they created.
See Les Carreaux de pavage duns lu

Bourgogne mSdi6vale, 10.
59.

60.

For Cistercian proscriptions about stained glass see Zakin,
1979, pp. 4-7.
Ibid., pp. 85-116.
Grisaille Glass,'

Also see H.

Zakin,

'French Cistercian

Gesta 13 (1974) 17-28.

